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INTRODUCTION
For twenty years this series of Clinics has explored nearly every aspect of
library automation. Telecommunications has often been mentioned at
these Clinics because automation projects of any scope nearly always
involve pieces of computer equipment separated by more than a few feet.
Whether the application is cataloging, public access, reference, or interli-
brary loan, communication lines are usually an inescapable part of the
system.
In the past few years it has been much harder to think of telecommuni-
cations as something tacked onto a completed system design. Partly this
arises from new technology such as fiber optics, intelligent terminals,
electronic mail, and packet switching and partly it arises from a greatly
changed business climate. New forms of business such as value added
networks, specialized common carriers and the entire giant interconnect
industry have created so many new ways of accomplishing telecommuni-
cations tasks that the selection of the best way has become exceedingly
difficult. And, of course, a complex situation was made simply chaotic
with the divestiture of the Bell System in January of 1984.
While the divestiture of the Bell System and rapidly changing tele-
communications technology have had great impact on the entire business
community, our concern here is with their impact on libraries. As Joseph
Ford Makes clear in his paper, libraries made up only about 0.5% of the
private line revenue of the old Bell System and thus libraries do not have
significant clout in the marketplace. Economic reliefmay ultimately come
from technological advances but in the short run, legislative relief is the
answer.
J.L. DIVILBISS
Many readers of this book will undoubtedly feel that the nuts and bolts
of telecommunications technology are someone else's responsibility, a
view that was certainly valid when all telecommunications services and
products came from a single supplier, the Bell System. Today, even small
library systems have telephone lines, modems, terminals, and computers,
all from different suppliers. In this situation, the failure of the system can
generate an orgy of finger pointing unless the system user has some
understanding of the constituent parts. In her paper, Debby Conrad makes
a persuasive case that a librarian can master the details that spell the
difference between a shaky system and an economical, smoothly running
system.
In his paper, Richard Boss stresses that competing turnkey systems
cannot be truly compared unless the associated telecommunications costs
are included. (The system with the lowest initial cost may require heavy,
continuing telecommunications expenditures.) For any system that
extends beyond a single building, the configuration options are numerous
and will probably be more numerous next year. The issue is complex, of
extreme economic significance and is very capably addressed by Boss.
Finally, there are certain to be cases where libraries feel they must have
outside technical assistance in reaching a telecommunications decision.
Rodney Perry has been in that position and in his paper sets forth very clear
guidelines for deciding on thedesireability of using a consultant, choosing
a consultant and working with a consultant.
J.L. DIVILBISS
Editor
